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Food recalls are an immense safety 

problem and a threat to profitability. In 

addition to the societal and business 

impact, huge stocks of food are wasted, 

and consumer trust is crushed. 

At least 23 million people in Europe fall ill every 
year from contaminated food, and in around 
4,700 cases their illness becomes fatal. This is 
the conclusion of an updated World Health 
Organisation (WHO) report on the risks of food-
borne infections published on Friday (7 June), 
on the first-ever World Food Safety Day.

The challenges  
of improving  
food safety



What’s standing 
in the way of 
taking food 
safety concerns 
off the table?

Lack of data sharing across  
the supply chain

Recall execution efficiency & accuracy

Paper-based or outdated systems

Food fraud
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Supply chains are often a black box. Products arrive 
at a company but it’s difficult or impossible to 
determine their provenance. With every party having 
their own system, gaps in supply chain monitoring 
create supply chain vulnerabilities. researchers 
found that a significant number of food safety alerts 
were due to a lack of supply chain transparency, 
which permitted food fraud and corruption to occur. 

Access to data is crucial for effective decision-making. 
Unfortunately, many organizations have a mishmash 
of manual and digital systems that effectively trap 
information within functional silos across a complex and 
growing network of suppliers and distributors. Therefore, 
decision-making is hampered by an incomplete picture.

Lack of data sharing across the  
supply chain

Paper-based or outdated systems
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Recall execution efficiency & accuracy3

In an undifferentiated market food fraud impacts the 
whole industry. The incentive for fraudulent actions 
by one party impacts the reputation, prices, and 
profitability of the industry as a whole. 

Scandals such as the “rapeseed oil” fraud intended 
for industrial use (1981) affected about 20.000 people 
and led between 370 to 835 fatalities in Spain, dioxin in 
Belgium resulting in massive economic losses (1999), 
milk adulterated with melamine in China resulting in 
more than 50.000 sick babies and around six fatalities 
(2008), and more recently methanol poisoning from the 
sale of illegal spirits causing around 59 casualties in the 
Czech Republic and Poland (2012-2014), horse meat in 
beef products (2013), fipronil in eggs (2017) slaughter of 
sick cows (2019) have also drawn worldwide attention.

Food fraud4

The current lack of traceability and linking data 
makes executing recalls or dealing with any 
supply chain incident stressful, difficult, and time-
consuming. Tracing products through the supply 
chain and having references between products 
from farm to plate allows you to execute recalls 
accurately in seconds instead of hours or days. 
The result is a more secure supply chain, less food 
waste, reduced brand damage, and costs.



Food recalls are most importantly a public health 
issue, but they are also significant economic issues. 
The average cost of a recall to a food company is 
$10M in direct costs, in addition to brand damage 
and lost sales according to a joint industry study 
by the Food Marketing Institute and the Grocery 
Manufacturers Association. However, the costs for 
larger brands may be significantly higher based 
on the preliminary recall costs reported by firms of 
some recent recalls.

When recalls are not executed swiftly, and 
contaminated products spread further through the 
supply chain potentially even to the end consumer, 
the brand damage can be substantial. Therefore, 
a system to find the contaminated products in 
minutes instead of hours and days or even weeks 
will be a major competitive advantage. 

Recall, the food industries  
biggest threat to profitability 

In a Harris Interactive poll, consumers indicated that 
55% would switch brands temporarily following a recall, 
and 15% said they would never purchase the recalled 
product and 21% would avoid purchasing any brand 
made by the manufacturer of the recalled product.

Brand damage 

of consumers would switch brands
temporarily following a recall55%



Food
recall

Brand 
damage

Lost
sales

Direct
cost

We see consumption of a product take a big hit 
after consumers hear about a product recall. 

Besides, if recalls cannot be executed effectively it 
may impact more products leading to fewer sales.

The direct costs of the actual recall generally 
include: Notifying retailers and regulatory bodies. 
Pulling products, also known as reverse logistics. 
Storing and disposing of contaminated or 
mislabeled products.

Labour costs, Fines/lawsuits, Legal costs, damages 
and refunding/compensation, costs to limit 
business interruption, and Inventory losses all lead 
to substantial impacts on profitability.

Lost sales

Direct costs

Loss of market share

Subsequent loss of sales

Negative impact to brand image

Cost to rehabilitate image

Collapse of organisation

Negative impact to morale

Cost to rehabilitate reputation

Direct racall costs Inderect recall costs



Does traceability 
offer hope?

To an individual firm, the value of traceability is 
the ability to differentiate and sell its product after 
a competitor has delivered unsafe food to the 
marketplace.

To an industry, traceability is essential to the 
protection of the industry’s collective reputation and 
market share by isolating products from the source of 
the problem.

To the consumer, traceability means identifying 
contaminated products before she serves them to 
her family. On a macro scale, the collective consumer 
interest is tantamount to public health.



Do companies get 
rewarded for an 
additional level of 
traceability?
Would the market reward firms who are not 
implicated in a recall? Could culpable firms limit 
their losses through increased investments in 
traceability? According to at least one study, 
the answers are yes and yes. And the savings 
may be significant.  In a simulation modeled 
on the contamination of one day’s production 
at a ground beef processor, where product was 
assumed to have reached the consumer, and 
shelf life was set at 14 days, perfect traceability 
limited the mean projected loss by more than 
90% In the same simulation, with shelf life set at 
28 days, the mean projected loss was limited by 
more than 95%.



Blockchain in the 
food ecosystem

Blockchain can be used in the food industry 
because, fundamentally, it is about helping to 
manage the food system, which is itself a chain, 
or set of linked chains. There are many actors in that 
chain; there are suppliers who are providing the food, 
and there may be aggregators and retailers and people 
who are ultimately selling the food, but it is all about 
the supply chain. Blockchain, as the name might 
imply, is very much aimed at helping to manage a 
chain of actions and consequential transactions. The 
technology that underpins blockchain is extremely 
secure and lends itself to the food system.



The Unova Trace module allows you to search for any asset that passed through your supply chain 
while at the same time not allowing competitors to get access to this data. This helps you manage your 
supply chain, create reports, export to excel, or simply display in our “farm to store view”, “Ingredient 
view” or “map view”. Find out exactly which products are impacted during any supply chain incident.

The certifications & documents module allows for securely managing your organization’s 
documents or attach documents to any asset passing through your company. Allowing your supply 
chain business partners or customs authorities to have access to the right information at all times. 
You in turn will get access to permissioned documents in your supply chain network.

Unova for improving food safety & executing recalls

What when things go wrong and a product is contaminated? We purposely wrote “when” and 
not “if” because we all know sometimes things go wrong and the only thing left to do is find a good 
solution. The Unova recall system is designed to do just that! Just select an asset or multiple assets 
that caused a problem, and the system will take care of the rest. Organizations that are involved will 
be notified and assets recalled before it turns into a problem.

We trace it for your safety!
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